At the present time the EU is reviewing its noise policy, assisted by a total of eleven Working Groups, some of which will be sitting up to the year 2002. The Working Groups cover an enormous range, through noise indicators, dose/effect relationships, computation, noise mapping, noise abatement, all forms of transportation, outdoor machinery, cost-benefits and research.
We believe it is absolutely vital that the Noise Indicator Group gets it right for all our sakes, since the basic measurement underpins most of the work of the other Groups. This current development of a European Environmental Noise Indicator is intended for outdoor noise and as an aid to harmonising national methods, so permitting comparison of noise exposure between member states.
A declared primary aim of the European Environmental Noise Indicator is to address the control of annoyance and sleep disturbance. And this raises the first concern. Is an external measurement really the best way to determine the effects of internal noise? Admittedly, we have been doing this for years, but should we not now take the opportunity to measure at the place where the noise actually causes the problem.
The Working Group has recommended that the basic European noise indicator shall be based on A-weighted equivalent level, L Aeq . There are well known inadequacies in the L Aeq as a catch-all unit. However, a positive step forward is to divide the 24 hour period into day, evening and night, with a 5dB penalty for the evening (19.00 to 23.00) and a 10dB penalty for the night (23.00 to 07.00) when combining these periods into a 24 hour equivalent level, designated as the L EU . A separate night unit will be the L EU,N . Presumably there could be similar designations for evening and day.
It is a good step forward to separate out the three periods for which sensitivities differ. One suspects that noise criteria are traditionally somewhat "adult focused", forgetting that a substantial proportion of the population, the children, are trying to sleep during the adult evening period.
The Working Group has identified a number of additional factors which are of great importance, but which are just the sorts of things which may be left out as a compromise in the discussions leading to finalisation of the unit, simply because they add to the complexity of measurement and assessment. The Working Group has recognised that different noise sources may produce different responses at the same levels. Intermittency may decrease the response, whilst tonality and impulsiveness may increase it. The Working Group also acknowledges that low frequency noise may significantly affect the annoyance response and even goes as far as to recommend the use of C or Linear weighting. And this is a measurement which must necessarily be made indoors due to difficulties of "calibrating" the building at low frequencies.
The Working Group submitted its recommendations to the Steering Committee of the Member States experts in March 1999. These experts then send comments to the Commission, which determines the next steps. We hope that the Working Group will fight hard to have its very sensible recommendations on the additional factors accepted by the Commission. These factors, outlined above, are important and must not be excluded for administrative simplicity or for the perceived limitations in the skill of enforcement officers.
